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HOUSING COMMISSION 1935.
REPORT.

(Paragraph references are to pamg}éphs in Appendix I},

1. A Comunission ‘‘“to enquire info (he hounsing diffienlties in Vietorin and
Kowloon with speeial reference to overcrowding and itx effect on tuberenlosis and
:  was appoinfed
hy Siv William Peel under Proclamation dated 10th May, 1933, A copy of thix
Prociamation is attached ay Appendix I

2. TIn March, 1936, Mr. R. A. €. North wax appointed Chairman in sueges
sion to Mr. N. L. Smith; Mr. J. J. Paterson replaced Siv William Shenton i May,
18936, and Mr. B. B. Todd (Chairman of the Liban Council) replaced M, W. J.
Carrie in March, 1338, :

3. A number of circwmstances, including those which fed fo the appuintment
of Mr. $mith to set as Colonial Secretury and subsequently as Officvr Administering
the Government in 1683, the appointment of Mr. Norlh to aet as Colonial Seeretary
in 1936 and 1937, the vutbresk of hoslilities between China and Japan, and the
necessity of securing information regarding uetion taken eisewhere, led to con-
siderable delay in the preparation of the report.

4. Aparl from these circumstances, we bave met with some difficulty in
rexcliing sn agrecment ameng ocurselves in the matter of making defimite recom-
mendations, and have been obliged, after much discussion, to sbandon our original
mntention of dealing with onr subject in dewil, and to substitute proposals which
amount, in the main, to a recommendation that the problem be approached ab itutio
hy experts who have made 2 special study of such matters as Town Planning, Housing
and Slum Clearance. The most that we feel ourselves qualified to do is to suggest
the directions in which this spproach should be wmade.

B. We atlach as Appendix II of this report, a «memorandum prepared for us
by our Secretary, Mr. W, H. Owen. We have given this memorandum very careful
consideration and have examined In detail the views and suggestions there put
forward. :

6. While we are aware that this miemorandwmn contains statements which ave
controversial, and that some of the suggestions contained thereim arve regarded as
impracticable in present eiremmstances, we have neluded it in full and have used it
to illustrate the conchmions sel out in this report.  We hope that this stwly of the
problem, which is based on a carveful examination of local conditions and of the
methods adopted In other countries, may prove hoth intevesting and useful.

7. It will serve to illustrate the difficuitics which wust be faced in any attempt
to apply to Hong Kong methods wlich have been adopted elsewhere, if we point
ottt that the standards of housing considered in Appendix IX ave below those accept-
able in many ¥European couniries. ‘

8. We have not thought it worth while fo burden this report which s dis-

cussion of the relationship between overcrowding and fuberoulosid, and, indeed,

many other contagious and infectious diseases. The facts do not admit of controversy
and may, we feel, be taken for granted.

9. Hong Kong is a powerful magnet deawing to itself not only the seekers
after work but hangers-on and parasites of all kinds. The struggle for existence
is vory severe. It 1s only too common, espeeinily nmongst unskilled labourers, to
find three men doing the work of one and sharing romuneration which aight be
adequate for one but is certainly insufficient for three; while the regular emplovee
is fortunate if he is not puintaining a mumber of relutives out of kis earnings.

10. The system of conlracting and sub-contracting is often carried to extreme
lengths, and results, in muny instances, in the inability of the final sub-contractor
to pay even the low wages on which he bas based his contract.
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11. Stll more reprehensible is” the system by which individuals or organiza-
tions levy comnission in return for introduction to employment, or exact blackmail
in the guise of *‘ fees for protection agaiust competition ™.

12. Conceivably the various systems by which the proceeds of every piece of
work tend {o filler threugh to the largest possible wumber of individuals might be
regarded as an elementary form of practical socialism, without which the even more
serious problem of complete unemplovment of a large part of the population would
have to be faced. We believe that there is no excape from one problem or the other
so long us an enormous reservoir of population exists ar our door, unless it is a remedy
which presents very serious difliculties, numely, restriction of mmigration.-

18, For these reasons we do not believe that any measures which can readon-
ably be taken ean, in the hnmediaie Taiure, have any noticeable ffeet on the problem
of overcrowding, the problem which we were primarily appointed to consider. We
consider, however, that some sction Is possible which, even it will not ahogether
puaf a stop 10 overcrowding may eventually reduce its propeniions and at Jeast
would improve the biygienic conditions of prumises, even though they be over-
crowded.

14, e ivestigations have led s to eertain conclusions regarding the causes
of overerowding and the conditions which are essential, if overcrowding is to be
alleviated, and improved housing aecommodation provided for the mases. COur con-
clusions are (— ' .

{(i). Overerowding wises alinost entirely from poverly which in Hong Kong is
so dive ihat many families cannot afford any rent st adl, and that. of the reninder,
the majority ean afford so File reni that 2 pormal interest vate on capilal ontlay for
housing camnot be oltained. Poverty iself is ihe vesult of an economic systemn
over which Uovernment has little or no control.  Any attempt to alleviate over-
crowding and huprove housing must abide by the conditions imposed by that system.
{Paragraphs 1, 3, 19-23, 28-70).

{i1). For'a great number of the population the reats which can be afforded vary
from nothing to a maximum of about §7.50 per month per family. ~(Paragraphs
19-23). . -
(i}, For those who cun afford beiwceen ¥4.00 and $7.50 per month, it appears
feasible under reusonabiv favourable conditions to provide improved housing without
loss.  (Paragraphs 64-73). '

{iv). The existiug stundard lypes of fenement houses, which bave been evolved
from the use of the China fir poley are now uneconomical in design and in many
details of comstruction, and the plan is not adapied for family life under existing
conditions of poverty. * In conseguence overcrowding, primarily due fo poverty, is
accentusted by the systern of subletting which amises from accommodation not
properly adapled to the needs and circumstances of i1he population. {(Paragraphs
4, 18, 24-29). - :

{v}. Under present circumstances it is not practicuble to enforce the law against
Qvgcmwding. {Paragraphs 28, 70). :

(vi). To rednce overcrowding and permit the law to be enforced it is essential
{a} to provide more and beiter designed houses until sufficient accommodation is
avnilable, (#) to decentralize the population, {¢} to reduce building density. {(Pars-
graphs 12, 42-81, 64-73).

(viih. Decentralization cannot be achieved unless means of livelibeod are provided
within easy reach of new housing arcus.  (Puragraphs 79, 80} .

{vii). The bulk of Chincse industries arve of the ““home ™ varvieiv.  Factories
however wre being established in Increasing nunsbers, but at present ihe majority
of the coneevnr are siall and cannot afford to build theiv factories in undeveloped
areas.  Fhey are therefore competing with houscholders and housebuilders for
premises and sitex for thelr factories and tending to mercase ihe prevailing econ-
gestion.  {(Pavagraphs 13-16).

(ix). Before factorivs cun be establi-hed outside the pupalaied districts pertain
requirements must be fudilicd. They tnclude the provision of public services sueb
as water supply, light und pewer supply, drainage and sewage disposal, adequate
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communications and houses for their emplovees. These requirements should, if
pessible, be fulfilled in advance of the erection of factories or at least there should
be a guarantee that such provision will be ‘made by the time the factories are
ready to operate, (Paragraph 18).

7 {(x). At the present time there is a tendency for the factories to increase in size
and number, If they be permitied to become established in the congested arcas
decentralization would be much more difficult and expensive. The cost may well be
prohibitive. Tt is essential therefore that, in order t¢ prevent further congestion in
built-up areas, the establishment of factories in those areas should be strictly
controlied and that every possible inducement should be offered to attract them fto
new areas to provide work fer the decentralized population. (Paragraph 16).

“(xi). The provision of adequate housing for the poorer classes cannot be left
to private enterprise unassisted. If the housing is to conform to acceplable stand-
ards the return on capital will not be sufficient to atiract private enterprise; to put
it another way, the return on capital normally expected by private enterprise can
only be achieved by overcrowding in houses which are below acceptable standards.
If new and improved housing be provided for these classes, it will be necessary fo
ensure supervision and provide social services on lines similar to these adopted in
many European countries. {Paragraphs 4, 33-40, 70, T5). :

(xi3). Blum clearance envisages reduced building density and reduced population
density, and in consequence 2 large number of the present population will eventually
have to be housed elsewhere. This accommodation must be available before slmm
clearance can be commenced. {Paragraphs 78, 79).

{xiil). Before the sctual clearance of shums can be underiaken, it will be
necessary to prepare a survey of local industry and housing, each in relation to the
other; to prepare a survey of exisling buildings, particularly houses, in order to find
‘the number and situation of those which do not conform to acceptable standards;
to prepare 2 key plan as a guide to redevelopment as opportunity occurs; to survey
sites gnd prepare plans for possible new developments; and to prepare legislation
and devise machinery mnecessary to give effeet to town planning and housing
schemes. This preparatory work and eventual conmstructional work will take many
years and some form of permanent authority will be necessary to organize, carry out
and contrel such an undertaking. (Paragraphs 84, 94-1038).

{(xiv). If the provision of working class housing and the clearance of shums
be undertaken financial provision will be reguired for 1

{¢) New housing, both in new and built-up areas, for those who can afford
a small economic return, : ’

(b) New housing for those who can only be housed at a Joss.
{¢} Compensation arising out of slum clearance.

{xv}. Of the means of raising revenue for these purpeses two which most
immediately oceur to mind are a loan or a special tax. A possible alternative is
to raise vevenue by the issue of * Housing Shares™ in the same way that, in
commerce, capital Is raiged by issuing shares. The last method, if successful, would
climinate the sinking fund for amortization of lcan. Should circumstances permit
funds might be provided from general revenue. For compensation arising out
of slum clearance this. might be feasible, but the provision of new housing will
involve the annual expenditure of large sums, which may be beyond the capacity
of general revenue, on its present basis, to provide. The financial aspect needs
further examination by specialists. (Paragraphs 62, 63, 71, 72, 783, 86, 89, 90, 92).

(xv3). If and when slum clearance be decided upon, it is highly desirable that
progress should be subject o as lhittle fluctnation as possible. This would invelve
a steady supply of funds. (Paragraph 92).

- {xvii}. It is also desirable that, in order to combat the evil effects of over-

crowding, parks should be provided. Tt is not suggested that these parks should
be laid out and equipped for organized games, Lui thai they should simply be
open spaces in which the population can enjoy fresh™air. They should be in or
close to the congested areas and should be large enough to ensure that the air iv
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purer than in the neighbouring streets. The provision of the King George V Play-
mg Fields is a step in the right direction, but does not go far enough, There should
be many more such parks. (Paragraph 104).

15. In view of the foregoing conclusions we recommend v

{1}. That a permanent Town Planning and Housing Committee be formed to
advise Government on Town Planning and Housing matters,

{i:). That 2 permanent Town Planning and Housing Sub-Department of the
Public Works Department be .created to carry out the work mentioned in Para-
graph 14 (xii).

(i), That, when that preliminary work has been completed, it should be subject
to review and criticism by an acknowledged expert from England.

{iv}). That Government should encourage and, where necessary, assist the estab-
lishment, by charitable organizations, of *'settlements ™ in the slum avess.

{(v}. That Government should consider the erection of experimental quarters for
their Asiatic employees. While the provision of these quarters will, in a small degree,
inerease the amount of available accommodation, their special value will e in
enabling experiments to be made with a view to devising a more satisfactory type
of dweiling.

{vi}. That Section 167 Sub-SBection {8) of the Buildings Ordinance of 1935
be deleted, and the following two sub-secfions be substituted :—

(8) The provisions of Sections 6 and 1186, so far as they relate to authorized
architecis, shall not apply in any case in which the Building Authority
shall so decide, ' .

{4} Buildings in accordance with type plans, approved under Regulations,
prepared under the direction of the Governor in Council, and contained
in Bchedule O, may be erecied in any part of the Colony (Note:
Schedule O will, presumably, be prepared hy the Town Planning and
Housing Committee). _

{vit}. That Government shall as soon as possible put forward proposals for the
provision of parks in suitable areas.

16. We cannot close this report without a reference to the valuable services
rendered by our Secretary, Mr. W. H. Owen, and fo the enthusiasm and sbility
which he has shown throughout this enquiry. Mr. Owen has made a special study
of the subject of housing and town planning, and Appendix i1 is only one of a series
of memoranda which he has drawn up for the consideration of the Commission.
We recommend that suitable acknowledgment should be made of his work in this

connexion.

We have the honour {0 be,
Your Excellency’s most obedient servants, .

R. A.-C. NorrH (Chairman),

B. M. Haxperson, ’

R. H. KorpwaLL,

L1 Smv Fax,

J. J. ParersoN (subject to reservation),
k. R. Toon,

G. W. Pope (subject to reservation},
G, G. Woopn.

Hone Kong, 11th Octobe;‘, 1938,
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90. One of the greatest difficulties in the way of slum clearance is the numerous
soparate ownerships. Resumption of suitable areas progressively will overcome this
difficulty. Oeccasions may arise however where one area is being dealt with and
owners in another area wish fo rebuild. Reverting to the previous ilustration of a
block of eight houses; if they are under oight different ownerships and it is
desired that oply six houses De erected on the area then compensation might be
paid to two owners and the remaining six allowed to rebuild with wider frontage and
shallower depth but each with the same area of land that he possessed before.
Alternatively, the eight owners might be pursuaded to pool their resources and
build six houses hetween them, each taking shares in proporfion io the value of his
original holding.

81. It is possible however that the land on which the block is built may be
- required for open space, or a new road, in which case it would be necessary to resume
the whole area. To reduce cash compensation to a minimum land of equal value
in new settlements might be offered in exchange. On occasion it may arise that
a number of blocks may have fo be dealt with in order to make rebuilding opera-
tions fit in with the redevelopment plan. The same procedure on an enlarged scale

might be adopted. '

92, 1t is highly desirable that all Housing Finance should be kept separate
from general Colonial Accounts. For new building work it has been suggested that
the general public be invited to buy shares, but for slum clearance the money for
compensation wouid have to be supplied by Government. The costs for com-
pensation csnnot possibly be estimated ustil a re-development plan and clearance
programme have been prepared. It does not seem possible to commence actual
clearance work for some years. In preparation for the time when the preliminary
work has been completed, and actual operations are possible, it seexss advisable that
Government should start a2 Housing and Slum Clearance Fund, with an annual
contribution of as much as can be afforded. By this means, if the * resume,
re-plan and re-sell”’ policy be adopted, there will be sufficient funds available to
pay for the first resumption. A proporticon of the purchase price will be recovered
on resale and thereafier the annual contribution to the Housing Fund will be
required to make up the losses on each area dealt with. The rate of progress
wili depend on the annual contribution available for use, but it would be advisable
te acoummulate approximaiely 82,000,000 to enable the first resumption o be made.

Planning.

93. Much could be written on the subject of plannming, but it is & fechnical
subject best left in the hands of a permanent planning authority. It is only
necessary here to deal with general considerations having a bearing on this report.

94. The planning of the individual tenément to suit the needs of the people
hag been dealt with, but only in conmection with the existing iypes and ome alter-’
native. ‘There are a number of possible alternatives which might be considered,
such as hostels with communal kifchens, diming roowms, javatories, etc., and cubicles
for the tenants, arranged for family or individual use. For individual tenemends
there is room for investigation and experimen{ regarding details, such as the
question of staircase or balcony access (see Plan No. 4), removal of sewage, refuse
and smoke, the insulation and use of flat roofs and any modifications in existing
by-laws, which may be desirable for improved types of dwellings. (The suggested
new design on Plan No. 3 Type B does mot conform to the existing by-laws}.
‘The use, source, cost and availability of different building materials and the capacity
of the building trades to cope with a building programme are subjects which also
need investigation. '

85. 'The clearance of shumns involves the settlement of the dispossessed surplus
elsewhere. Sites for new settlements must be found and planned. There are
severs]l possible areas in the New Terrtories such as Shatin, Teun Wan, Uz% Long,
Taipo and Fanling, but before development cas be commenced the guestions of
water supply, communications, flood prevention, drainage and sewage dispossl and
in some cases reclamation must be given serious oonsideration. Slum clearance
itself means large scale replanning of developed areas, affected by innumerable
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eomplications such #s separate ownerships: compensation, new buildings, existing
public services and such like. No authority can cope with these difficulties unless
endowed with suitable legal powers, which at present do not exist.

96. Town planning deals in the main with private proﬁerty and the rights of
vested interest are jealously guarded. .

97. In any civilised community liberty of action cannot be allowed if such
action 18 detrimental to the interesis of the commimity as a whole. If 3 case has
been made out for the clearance and replanning of sjum areas some restrictions on
rebuilding by privale owners become essential. Private - interests must be safe-
guarded however and compensation paid for any legitimate losses incurred. In
England, under the Town and Country Planning Act of 1932 compensation is
payable when property is injuriously affected. '

(1}. By the coréing into operation of a Town Planning Scheme (e.g., Loss
in value). '

(2). By infringement or curtsilment of owners’ legal rights.
{8). By enforcement of powers to carry out & scheme,
" (4). By incwrrence of expenditure in carrying out a scheme.

98, Certain cases are specified in which the owner of property affected by a
Town Planning Scheme is excluded from claiming compensation. They are t-—

(1). Prescription of space about buildings,
(2). Limitation of number of buildings.

(3). Regulation of size, height design or lexternal appearance of build-
ings.

{4). Prohibition or restriction of building operabions only ;)ehding a general
development order. .

(8). Prohibition or resiriction of building operations permanently by reason
situation or nature of land, if buildings thereon are likely o involve
danger or injury to health or excessive cost in public services.

(8). Prohibition or restriction of use of land {other than by building opera-
tions) likely to involve danger or injury fo health or serious detriment
to the neighbourhood.

(7). Restriction in use of building.

{8). Regulation of height and position of proposed fence, walls, hedges,
ete., near road corpers or bends, in the interests of traffic safely.

{9). Limitation of number, or prescription of sites of new roads entering
on an existing or proposed classified road.

(10). Fixing of building lines on land not part of a building for five vears
previcus fo material date. '

{11). Provision of accommodation for loading and unloading or fuelling
vehicles in buildings proposed to be used for business or industry in
order to prevent obstruction of a highway,

Ttem 4 might be quslified by fixing a reasonable period of time during which
restrictions can be imposed.

99. Tt is right that the legitimate interests of the individual should not be
sacrificed fo the good of the community without some compensation., It is equally
wight -that, if by the act of the community through its elected representatives, the
value of individual interests are greatly enhanced then the individual shouid refund
at leagt a portion of his gaine o the community. The Town and Country Planming
Act in England provides for the payment of 76% of such gains.




— 284 —

106. The above items give some indication of the scope of a Town Planning
Scheme in so far as # may affect private property. No Town Planning or Slum
Clearance Scheme, however ideal on paper, can be given effect withou! the aid
of the faw. The value of a plan is conditioned by the exient to which it can be
given legal effect. In Hong Kong the only law which in any appreciable way
assists redevelopment is the Valuation and Resumpticns Ordinance. This however is
Limited in scope as it only provides for the compulsory purchase of property for
z public purpose. The law of town planning is the machinery necessary to give
effect to town planning. In Hong Kong the machinery is guite inadequate for the
purpose. The law in other couniries may or may noi be adequate, but such as it
Is, it is based on local conditions and therefore cannot be arbitrarily taken over
for use in Hong Kong. In view of the many maiters with which sueh a law must
deal, and the time which it would take to formulate, it is sufficient for this report
to indicate its nature and necessity and leave the actmal framing to a legal and
" technical committee appointed for the purpose.

101. Finally the constitulion and organisation of the planning and housing
authority itself remains to be considered. In England the Housmng and Town
Planning Authorities are usually separate committees elected from the Municipal
Council. For housing itself there is usually a separate mumicipal department, but
town planmng is normally a sub-department, working under the City Engineer, an
arrangement which has few advantages and many drawbacks. In Buropean -
continental tcwns Housing, Town Planning and City Engineering are normally
separate departments. In America arrangemenis vary considerably but it has been
advocated by a prominent American town planner that the best system would be
the appointment of a permanent City Planning Commission, with its own techunical
staff, and that the heads of varlous depariments such as Engineering, Architectaral
and Legal, act as advisors.

102. 1i must be remembered that Housing, Shum Clearance and Town Planning
deal largely with private property, and work on any appreciable scale will mean
direct contact and many difficult and profracted negotiations with owners. It would
no$ be fair to throw this work and iis attendant responsibilities onte a single Govern-
ment official, nor should he be made o accept nominal responsibility for the work, if
cartied out by a subordinate.

108. For Hong Kong a suitable organisation would be for the general direction
of and responsibility for the work to be in the hands of 2 permanent committee,
assisted by an executive and technical staff attached to the Public Works Department.
for administration only, but responsible directly to the Committee for the technical
side of its work. Town Planning, Housing and Public Works are closely related and
co-operation is essential, to avoid overlapping or working at eross purposes. If the
Director of Public Works or his representative, such as the senior Assistani Direc-
tor, be an ex-officic member of the Committee, contact is mainiained, and by, the
attachment of the Committee’s technical staff to the Public Works Department,
admiaistration expenses can be saved and close contact between the two staffs made
possible.

104. In this report we have been compelled to desl largely with generalities
rather than with precise detailed facts, the collection of which would be better left
in the hands of a permanen{ authority. The abpormal poverty of the masses
precludes any possibility of providing decent housing accommodation for all, even
of a low standard, without the supply of large sums of money from Government or
charity. For a certain number however, possibly a quarter or a third of the
population at 3 guess, it does seem possible fo provide adeguate housing sccom-
modation st little or no cost to Government. Slum clearance will cost money, but,
by the allocation each year of a not unreasonable sum from public funds, progress
can be made, even though it be slow. Finally, even if little can be done about
the slums, there is no obstacle In the way of preventing their spread, by the
simple expedient of properly planning future development, with a building unit
of shallower depth and wider frontage, and zoning for different land usages, The
provision of simply laid out parks, cheaply developed, would be & decided asset to
mduce the slum dwellers into the fresh air. These parks should be in or near the:
congested areas and easily sceessible.

W. H. Owsn.




